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The debate over the use of genetically modified (GM) maize in Mexico resurfaced at the end of
January, when Mexico City’s First Collegiate Tribunal was due to rule on a 2013 resolution that
suspended the cultivation of the crop on Mexican soil. Private corporations seeking to distribute
the product within Mexico appealed against the resolution, while social organizations have said
that they want to see a trial in the Supreme Court (Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nación, SCJN)
(SourceMex Sept. 3, 2014, and March 23, 2016). The tribunal postponed the ruling on Jan. 26,
provoking the launch of a new campaign against the GM crop called No More Abuses of Maize
(#NoMásAbusosVsElMaíz).
The GM debate has raged over recent years in Latin America, as economic interests and the
attractiveness of greater control over agricultural production have fought against environmental,
ecological, and health concerns. GM crops, which are developed to be resistant to herbicides and
insects and are intended to improve crop yields, were first cultivated commercially in the US in the
early 1990s, and according to the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), are now cultivated
on over 100 million hectares in 22 countries.
Argentina and Brazil are the second and third largest producers of GM crops in the world, following
only the US. While statistics vary, according to the International Service for the Acquisition of Agribiotech Applications (ISAAA), Brazil and Argentina had 44 million and 25 million hectares of GM
produce respectively in 2015. Both countries produce soybean, maize, and cotton, with soybean by
far the most cultivated. Paraguay, Uruguay, and Bolivia produce between 1 million and 4 million
hectares each, while Mexico, Honduras, Colombia, Chile, and Costa Rica produce 100,000 hectares
or less each, but are still in the top 26 worldwide producers of GM crops. All produce a mixture of
soybean, maize, and cotton, plus canola in the case of Chile.

Studies show conflicting results
The controversy over GM crops stems from the various types of damage considered to be
caused both to producing countries and consumers. While studies have reached a wide range
of conclusions, those opposing GM cultivation point to damage caused by deforestation, the
introduction of a single crop over thousands of hectares leading to loss of biodiversity, and the loss
of native crop species as a result of favoring GM varieties.
The practice of using of GM crops alongside herbicides has also been cited as a health hazard
in many studies for both those consuming and living near GM crop plantations. Glyphosate for
example, which is used in the majority of herbicides, was classified as being “probably carcinogenic
to humans” by the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) in 2015. In 2016, the Union
of Latin American Scientists Committed to Society and Nature (UCCSN-AL) said, “There has been a
significant increase of cancer, congenital malformations, genetic damage, autoimmune diseases, and
other health issues associated with the pesticides and the practices that are part of the technological
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package of GM cultivation.” In addition, as commercial cultivation dates back only 20 years, some
additional longer-term health effects may still emerge.
In terms of regulation, Ecuador is the only country in Latin America with a constitutional ban on
the cultivation of GM crops; the ban has been in place since 2008. This has come into question by
some in the scientific community in the last year, but is likely to remain for the foreseeable future.
The Peruvian government approved a 10-year moratorium on GM cultivation in 2011, which was
promulgated in 2012, on the grounds of a lack of evidence of the effects of genetically-modified
organisms (GMOs) on native agriculture and public health. Now halfway through this 10-year
period, Peru will have to decide whether to extend or suspend the moratorium by 2021.

Some countries resist GMOs
GM cultivation is permitted in all other countries in the region. However, between 2013 and 2015,
there was a wave of resistance against pro-GM legislation in other medium-size GM producing
economies. In August 2013, Colombia nullified Resolution 970 of the Colombian agricultural
institute (Instituto Colombiano Agropecuario, ICA), which would have prohibited local producers
from storing seeds from one year to the next and would have forced them to buy them again every
year from multinational GM seed developers. In Mexico, a resolution suspending the cultivation of
GM maize was introduced in September 2013 due to concerns about the potential replacement and
contamination of native varieties of maize, the country’s staple crop (SourceMex, Aug. 26, 2015, Nov.
18, 2015, March 23, 2016, Jan. 11, 2017). In Chile, a 2009 bill granting extended rights to large GMproducing multinationals was thrown out in 2014 after widespread public opposition.
Regulation in Latin America’s largest GM-producing countries, Argentina and Brazil, remains
comparatively relaxed. The Argentine government is debating controversial modifications to the
country’s “seed law,” which critics say will give too much concentration of control to one or two
US-based producers of GM seeds at the expense of the local industry and other providers. The
modifications, promoted by the government of President Mauricio Macri, would require large
producers in Argentina to pay the US supplier multiple times for GM seeds sown repeatedly over
the same land area under the concept of intellectual property, rather than a one-off payment to
acquire the seeds. Social organizations have demonstrated against the law on environmental and
ethical grounds. In Brazil, GM production is regulated by a 2005 law, and more relaxed labeling laws
were approved in 2015 in order to make the inclusion of GMOs in food products less of a concern for
consumers. Soya beans and derivative products, and maize, make up four of Argentina’s five main
exports, while soya beans were by far Brazil’s largest export in 2015, worth US$21 billion.
Resistance to GMOs is becoming more difficult in the region, however, due to growing food demand
within Latin America and worldwide and the questioning by many in the scientific community
of the extent of the health risks (NotiSur, July 1, 2016). For many, the benefits of greater food
production and the plants’ resistance to diseases, as well as the impact on global malnutrition,
outweigh the risks of loss of biodiversity. In June 2016, a letter signed by 109 Nobel Prize winners
accused opponents of GM cultivation, specifically Greenpeace, of obstructing the fight against
world hunger, to which Greenpeace responded that it maintained its concerns about biodiversity
and damage caused by agrotoxins. And the World Health Organization responded to the IARC’s
connection between glyphosate and cancer in May 2016, saying that “glyphosate is unlikely to pose a
carcinogenic risk to humans from exposure through the diet.”
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At a global level these events have accentuated the tensions between those dismissing GMO risks
and their opponents. In Latin America, there has been more resistance to the way the GMO industry
is handled and controlled than flat-out bans or broader controls on GM produce, as seen in the
European Union. Until there is more agreement among the international scientific community and
wider acknowledgement of the public health consequences, stronger restrictions on GM production
are unlikely to be introduced. If more studies emerge showing the detrimental health impact of GM
cultivation, however, governments in Latin America will come under more pressure to regulate
more heavily.
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